Imiquimod induces apoptosis of human melanocytes.
Development of vitiligo-like hypopigmentary lesions associated with topical imiquimod has been reported. We hypothesized that mode of action of imiquimod in melanocytes may include triggering of apoptosis resulted in loss of cells, which may be a possible mechanism of imiquimod-induced hypopigmentary lesions. Therefore, we investigated whether imiquimod induces apoptosis of human melanocytes and also whether it modulates expression of apoptosis-related molecules in human melanocytes. Imiquimod treatment induced apoptosis of melanocytes, which was observed by TUNEL assay and Hoechst 33258 staining. Imiquimod-induced apoptosis was further shown by measuring mitochondrial membrane potential in melanocytes. The apoptotic activity of imiquimod was associated with caspase-3, Bcl-2 and mitogen-activated protein kinase expression in melanocytes. These results indicated that imiquimod induces apoptosis of melanocytes. These findings may provide a clue to understand pathogenesis of imiquimod-induced vitiligo-like hypopigmentary lesions.